John E. Potzger 1886-1955 by Billings, W. D.
Butler University Botanical Studies
Volume 13 Article 2
John E. Potzger 1886-1955
W. D. Billings
Follow this and additional works at: http://digitalcommons.butler.edu/botanical
The Butler University Botanical Studies journal was published by the Botany Department of Butler
University, Indianapolis, Indiana, from 1929 to 1964. The scientific journal featured original papers
primarily on plant ecology, taxonomy, and microbiology.
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by Digital Commons @ Butler University. It has been accepted for inclusion in Butler University
Botanical Studies by an authorized administrator of Digital Commons @ Butler University. For more information, please contact fgaede@butler.edu.
Recommended Citation
Billings, W. D. (1956) "John E. Potzger 1886-1955," Butler University Botanical Studies: Vol. 13, Article 2.
Available at: http://digitalcommons.butler.edu/botanical/vol13/iss1/2
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Butler University  
Botanical Studies 
(1929-1964) 
  
  
Edited by 
  
  
J. E. Potzger  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Butler University Botanical Studies journal was published by the Botany Department of 
Butler University, Indianapolis, Indiana, from 1929 to 1964.  The scientific journal featured 
original papers primarily on plant ecology, taxonomy, and microbiology.   The papers contain 
valuable historical studies, especially floristic surveys that document Indiana’s vegetation in 
past decades.  Authors were Butler faculty, current and former master’s degree students and 
undergraduates, and other Indiana botanists.  The journal was started by Stanley Cain, noted 
conservation biologist, and edited through most of its years of production by Ray C. Friesner, 
Butler’s first botanist and founder of the department in 1919.  The journal was distributed to 
learned societies and libraries through exchange. 
  
During the years of the journal’s publication, the Butler University Botany Department had an 
active program of research and student training.  201 bachelor’s degrees and 75 master’s 
degrees in Botany were conferred during this period.  Thirty-five of these graduates went on to 
earn doctorates at other institutions.   
  
The Botany Department attracted many notable faculty members and students.  Distinguished 
faculty, in addition to Cain and Friesner , included John E. Potzger, a forest ecologist and 
palynologist, Willard Nelson Clute, co-founder of the American Fern Society, Marion T. Hall, 
former director of the Morton Arboretum, C. Mervin Palmer, Rex Webster, and John Pelton.  
Some of the former undergraduate and master’s students who made active contributions to 
the fields of botany and ecology include Dwight. W. Billings, Fay Kenoyer Daily, William A. Daily, 
Rexford Daudenmire, Francis Hueber, Frank McCormick, Scott McCoy, Robert Petty, Potzger, 
Helene Starcs, and Theodore Sperry.  Cain, Daubenmire, Potzger, and Billings served as 
Presidents of the Ecological Society of America. 
  
Requests for use of materials, especially figures and tables for use in ecology text books, from 
the Butler University Botanical Studies continue to be granted.  For more information, visit 
www.butler.edu/herbarium. 
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1£ there has ever been a story CO inspire ;l new generation of students to do 
great things, it is the story of John E. Potzger. Here was a man who literally 
overcame every obstacle. His enthusiasm, scholarship, and hard work brought 
success in the form of lasting contributions to our knowledge of the world and 
in students who will carryon his work. It is men like Professor Potzer who make 
a university great; Butler University can take pride in the fact that it was here 
that his scientific career started, grew, and developed into maturity. 
John Ernest Potzger was born in Presque Isle County, Michigan, on July 31, 
1886. His father was a Lutheran minister in what was then backwoods lumber­
ing COuntry. He grew up with a love of the forest and a respect for the value 
of hard work which were to result so m,my years later in his career as a forest 
ecologist and an interpreter of the vegeational history of this North Woods he 
knew so weI!. 
But many rhings stood between him and that seemingly predestined goal 
which even he did not see for so long-brief schooling in the primitive class­
rooms of the forest COuntry, a five-year struggle for an education at the Lutheran 
Teachers College, and then 24 years as a teacher of music and leader of young 
people in the Lutheran Day School of Indianapolis. During all of this time, he 
kept up his interest· and training in music, studying under some of the best piano 
teachers of the day. In addition, he was attending night classes at Butler with 
the idea of getting an A. B. in languages. It was here that he reached a turning 
point in his life that was as unexpected as it was significant. To satisfy the sci­
ence requirement for graduation, he enrolled in 1925 in the general botany class 
of the late Dr. Ray C. Friesner. The effect was immediate-a decision to become 
a botanist and to start an entirely new career at an age when so many pe'rsoos 
are self-s'l[isfied and even looking forward to retirement. The finishing of the 
bachelor's degree and a master's degree at Butler and the attainment of a Ph. D. 
degree at Indi .• na University were still to take seven more long years but he went 
at it with all the erHhusiasm and drive of a young graduate student. Here in the 
field of plant ecology was something challenging and new and there were several 
whose influence on him in those days served to speed him on his way-Ray C. 
Friesner, Stanley A. Cain, Frank C. Gares, among others. 
In the spring of 1932, he received his doctor's degree at Indiana Universiry 
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.lnd th.n falJ, he returned to the Butler campus as an instructor in botany. The 
Butler Botany Department was;] lively place with its usuOlI quota of enthusiastic 
studenrs already inspired by Friesner and C.lin. It took a good man to step i,1 
rhere and lead-and that is just what the new Dr. John Potzger did. Those of 
us who were privileged to be his students then will never forget that year with 
his patient guidance in the laboratory and dynamic leadership in the field. This 
was JUSt the start of his 23 years of teaching at Butler which led eventuOllly to 
his chairmanship of the department after the death of Dr. Friesner in 1952. 
it was not only in teaching that Dr. Potzger was to excel. Still to come were 
his substantial contributions to palynology, the science of pollen analysis. While 
his work on Indiana vegetation has added much to the knowledge of successional 
dynamics and climax structure of the deciduous forest, it was in the study of 
postglacial succession as brought otlr by pollen analysis that he was happiest. 
This pollen period began ahout 1940 and dominated the rest of his life. The 
summers were spent boring bogs all over the north country from Minnesora to 
Quebec and Maine, and during the winters the millions of pollen grains were 
studied and counted. As a result, we know much more of what happened to 
vegetation during and after the PleistOcene glaciation than we did just fifteen 
short years ago. Not only is postglacial succession betrer understood, bu t along 
the WOly came new ideas on lake filling and bog development and new techniques 
for the difficult business of getting fossil pollen samples from the bottom of lakes 
and out of the peats of bogs. There were many others working on these same 
problems but he was always a leader. His marriage in 1947 to Esther Whitney 
gave him a cheerful co-worker whose help and encouragement were invaluable 
tn these busy years. 
Dr. Potzger in his relatively short professional life thus came to be one of 
the outstanding American ecologists. He 'was a hard worker in the committees 
and projects of the Ecological Society of America and in 1953 he was honored 
by being elected its President. During the last two years of his life, he was 
constantly at work not only on the affairs of the Society but in the teaching 
laboratories at Buder and in the lakes, bogs, and tundra of Quebec where his 
headquarters were at the Mont T remblant Field Station of the Service de 
Biogeographie of the U niversity of Moncreal. He was everywhere and seemingly 
doing evetything-it was not at all unusual to receive a long-distance call from 
some remote Quebec village when he had an idea that would help the Society. 
He returned from Canada in September, 1955, to attend the Society's meet­
ings at Easr Lansing, Michigan, and to give his presidential address. It was his 
last service to the Society and his message was typically one of enthusiasm and 
new information. He was full of plans for new work ,lnd new places. His death 
just a few days L\ter 011 September 18 came as a great personal loss to many bot­
;i'nists and to American ecologists particularly. There are many whom he helped 
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